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His speculations on them may be read, like those of a hundred other philosophers, as a method of passing time, agreeable to many minds ; but to expect much more from them, at least in the present state of human knowledge, is to expect the impossible.
Meantime Renan was gradually making his way, as laymen do in Paris who devote themselves to letters. He passed, with extraordinary rapidity and success, all manner of examinations ; he wrote for various periodicals; he gained in 1847 the Volney prize for an essay about the Semitic tongues; he published in 1848 a book on the origin of language, and he became known to some of the leading members of the Institut, more especially to M. Augustin Thierry, who in various ways exercised a decisive influence on his life.
If I were attempting to write a full account of that life I should have to give a very considerable space to the work called L'Avenir de la Science which he wrote at this time, although it was not published for more than forty years. It is a most marvellous performance ; but as all that is best in it was worked up by its author, in subsequent publications, in a better form, it is unnecessary for me, having regard to the limited canvas which I am using, to say more about it.